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ABSTRACT 
This thesis is a discussion of the elegiac poetry tradition as it exists in 
English literature and how it impacts on the New Zealand literary tradition. 
The discussion centres around three New Zealand female poets; Mary 
Ursula Bethell, Robin Hyde and Katherine Mansfield and their participation 
in the elegiac tradition. The time period which encompasses these three 
poets reaches from 1915-1945, a period of intense growth and discovery in 
the literature of New Zealand, as it dissociated itself from the English model 
and redirected itself in a Pacific direction. Each of the three poets was 
influenced by the literary beliefs which were cultivated in New Zealand and 
exhibited this knowledge through their work. Mary Ursula Bethell and 
Katherine Mansfield composed personal elegies on the loss of companion 
and brother respectively, yet Robin Hyde composed a more formal ele~y on 
Mansfield's death, though she had not personally known her. One theme 
runs through the work of Bethell, Hyde and Mansfield, the theme of exile. 
Bethell was the typical Englishwoman exiled in New Zealand by geography, 
but also by her education and her upbringing. Mansfield chose the life of an 
expatriate, yet this was no more than a self-delusion, when after the death of 
her brother she realised that the New Zealand of her childhood was no more. 
Hyde also fled to England, like Mansfield, yet her impetus was no more than 
a schoolgirl memory. She too, as in the case of Mansfield, produced her 
finest compositions when the idea of exile became reality. In some way, all 
three poets experienced the intensity of exile, from the known landscape 
whether of New Zealand or England, and transferred that yearning into their 
elegiac verse, as they became exiled from all that their loved one 
represented. For Mansfield, her brother's death ensured she could never go 
'home' and yet provided the impetus for her New Zealand stories within 
which she challenged short story convention and wrote lasting memorials to 
both her country and her self. For Hyde, her elegy on Mansfield was an 
elegy to New Zealand and her reality without it. Bethell, after the death of 
her companion Effie Pollen, became exiled from her physical home in the 
Cashmere Hills, and, more poignantly, her garden. All three of the poets 
were faced with a universe which had been altered irreversibly by exile and 
in elegy attempted to describe and mourn that loss. These three women, 
though participating in a genre and a tradition which was undeniably male-
oriented, expressed themselves as women within a tradition which through 
its very versatility accommodated both them and their grief. 
ill 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
It is necessary to thank and acknowledge the support and encouragement of 
many people, for it was they and their enthusiasm which enabled me to keep 
focused and, more importantly, keep going. 
This is especially for my Dad, who, long ago, taught me how to read, and 
has always encouraged and nurtured my hopes and dreams. 
My Mother also, deserves credit, just for being Mum. 
My friends Cynthia and Deirdre, who always reflected back the most 
positive aspects of myself when things got too much (and I hope I did the 
same for them!). 
Special thanks to Vikki who sat there over coffee and listened to all three of 
us rue our fate! 
To Tim, my mentor. Yet again, he nurtured me through another phase of my 
life and enriched it with his wisdom and patience. 
To my confidantes; Rosemary, Kath and Denise. Three very special people 
who proved to be both strong role models and ardent supporters. Three 
women who reinforce my own pride in being a woman. Their contribution 
to my inner peace and laughter this year can not be properly expressed in 
words. 
To William Broughton, my supervisor. The difficult job of channelling my 
energy and enthusiasm in the right direction(s) fell to him and he guided me 
with great skill and patience. 
To Ken and Janet Milne, who supported (and fed!) me through the final 
stages. 
For Bruce and Greta. Distance does not detract from their influence nor 
their invaluable support. 
Finally, for Scott. Whose support and friendship was always the right 
amount, always in the right place and always at the right time. His patience 
and understanding were also unlimited and seemingly infinite. 
Thanks also to the staff of the MacMillan Brown Library at Canterbury 
University who were most helpful and friendly when I was researching 
Bethell in May, 1994. 
IV 
CONTENTS 
Abstract 11 
Ac know ledgments lll 
Contents IV 
Introduction 1 
Curnow/Holcroft Myth 4 
Thou Wilt Not Leave us in the Dust - The Origins of the Elegy 20 
For Poetry Makes Nothing Happen, It Survives - Women in the 
Elegiac tradition 34 
A Home In This World - Robin Hyde 43 
Where - Where Is The Path Of My Dream For My Eager Feet-
Katherine Mansfield 
I Cannot Bear The Pain - Mary Ursula Bethell 
Conclusion 
Appendix - The Poems 
Bibliography 
57 
71 
97 
100 
109 
